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PARSING, EVALUATING LEAF, AND 
BRANCH NODES, AND NAVIGATING THE 
NODES BASED ON THE EVALUATION 

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED 
APPLICATIONS 

This application claims the benefit of U.S. Provisional 
Application No. 60/647,932, filed Jan. 27, 2005. 

BACKGROUND 

This invention relates to techniques for extracting data 
from a data source in a first format, and translating the 
extracted data into a second format. 

Laboratory data management systems such as LIMS and 
ELN systems can significantly increase the efficiency and 
productivity of experimental research by integrating experi 
mental data across different projects, sites and technologies. 
Providing an integrated database of an organizations aggre 
gated research information that can be searched and analyzed 
can improve decision-making and collaboration within and 
across project teams and departments, and can facilitate regu 
latory compliance. 
A typical research organization may rely on experimental 

data from a wide variety of sources. Thus, for example, during 
the development of a typical drug product, researchers may 
generate characterization and Screening data by any number 
of techniques, including chromatography (e.g., GC, HPLC), 
spectroscopy (e.g., FTIR, NIR, UV-Vis, NMR), microscopy 
(e.g., optical, SEM, TEM), particle size measurement, X-ray 
diffraction, and the like, as well as product data, such as 
product yields, purity and impurity profiles for starting mate 
rials, intermediates, and drug candidates, dissolution studies, 
and chemical stability measurements for drug candidates and 
excipients. 

In the past, researchers have stored this information in 
many different locations, including paper laboratory note 
books, reports, network drives (in the case of analytical data, 
often readable only with the required software), and LIMS. 
To make all of this disparate data available in a single, inte 
grated data management system, the data must first be trans 
lated from its native format into a common format that pro 
vides the structure necessary for integrated storage, search 
and analysis. 

SUMMARY 

The invention provides methods, systems, and apparatus, 
including computer program products, for parsing and pro 
cessing input data and for defining parsing and processing 
operations to be performed on Such data. 

In general, in one aspect, the invention provides methods, 
systems, and apparatus, including computer program prod 
ucts, implementing techniques for processing electronic data 
having a first format. The techniques include defining a data 
parser description describing the first format, receiving input 
data having the first format, processing the input data accord 
ing to the data parser description, and generating output data 
based on the processing. The data parser description includes 
a plurality of leaf nodes and a plurality of branch nodes 
arranged in a tree structure. The leaf nodes each have an 
associated function. Each of the branch nodes has one or more 
associated child nodes selected from leaf nodes and other 
branch nodes. The processing includes evaluating the nodes 
of the data parser description in an order defined by the tree 
structure. The evaluating includes, for branch nodes, evalu 
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2 
ating one or more of the associated child nodes, and for leaf 
nodes, executing the associated function based on data in a 
current location in the input data. 

Particular implementations can include one or more of the 
following features. Evaluating the nodes can include, for 
branch nodes, determining whether the node evaluates Suc 
cessfully based on a result of the evaluating one or more of the 
child nodes, and for leaf nodes, determining whether the node 
evaluates Successfully based on a result of the executing. 
After evaluating a given node, a next node to evaluate can be 
determined based on whether the given node has evaluated 
Successfully. Generating output data can include generating 
structured output data having a structure defined at least in 
part by nodes of the data parser description. The structured 
output data can be generated as an extensible markup lan 
guage document. Generating the structured output data can 
include, for one or more leaf nodes of the data parser descrip 
tion, reading data from the current location in the input data, 
and associating the data read from the current location in the 
input data with an element of the extensible markup language 
document. Generating the structured output data can include, 
for one or more leaf nodes of the data parser description, 
reading data from the current location in the input data, and 
executing a callback function to send the data read from the 
current location in the input data to a client, and, in the client, 
associating the sent data with an element of the extensible 
markup language document. 
The branch nodes can include one or more first nodes 

(which may be referred to as “AND nodes'), each first node 
being a branch node that evaluates successfully only if all of 
its associated child nodes evaluate successfully. The first 
nodes can include one or more second nodes (which may be 
referred to as “ROUTINE nodes'), each second node being a 
first node that is evaluated in response to a call function 
associated with one or more leaf nodes. The branch nodes can 
include one or more third nodes, (which may be referred to as 
“OR nodes'), each third node being a branch node that evalu 
ates Successfully if any of its associated child nodes evaluates 
Successfully. The branch nodes can include one or more 
fourth nodes (which may be referred to as “ITER nodes’), 
each fourth node being a branch node that defines a number of 
iterations over one or more child nodes. The fourth node can 
have a max parameter, a min parameter, and a counter value, 
and can be evaluated by evaluating each child node associated 
with the fourth node, if each of the child nodes has evaluated 
Successfully, incrementing the counter value, comparing the 
counter value with the max parameter, and, if the counter 
value is less than the max parameter, repeating the evaluating 
of each child node, and if one or more of the child nodes has 
riot evaluated Successfully, comparing the counter value with 
the min parameter, such that the fourth node has not evaluated 
successfully if one or more of the child nodes has not evalu 
ated Successfully and the counter value is less than the min 
parameter, and the fourth node has evaluated Successfully if 
the counter value is equal to the max parameter or if one or 
more of the child nodes has not evaluated successfully and the 
counter value is greater than or equal to the min parameter. 
The data parser description can define a tree containing a 
plurality of leafnodes and a plurality of branch nodes selected 
from the group consisting of fourth nodes, first nodes, and 
third nodes, each first node being a branch node that evaluates 
successfully only if all of its associated child nodes evaluate 
Successfully, each third node being a branch node that evalu 
ates Successfully if any of its associated child nodes evaluates 
Successfully. 

Processing the input data can include, before evaluating a 
given node in the data parser description, storing a current 
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position in the input data, and if the given node evaluates 
unsuccessfully, returning to stored position in the input data 
Source before evaluating a Subsequent node in the data parser 
description. One or more of the nodes of the data parser 
description can be configurable with a condition, the evalua 
tion of a node configured with a condition being dependent on 
the performance of a test specified by the condition. The input 
data can be a data file or a data stream. The techniques can 
include monitoring output from one or more instruments, 
wherein receiving input data can include detecting a data file 
or data stream containing experimental data produced by one 
of the one or more instruments, and using the detected data as 
the input data. Processing the input data can include using the 
data parser description to read data from only a portion of the 
input data. Defining the data parser description can include 
defining a plurality of data parser descriptions, and process 
ing the input data can include processing the input data 
according to the plurality of data parser descriptions, where a 
first portion of the input data is processed according to a first 
one of the plurality of data parser descriptions and a second 
portion of the input data is processed according to a second 
one of the plurality of data parser descriptions. Defining the 
data parser description can include providing a set of select 
able nodes in a graphical user interface, and receiving user 
input selecting and configuring a plurality of the selectable 
nodes to define the tree structure of the data parser descrip 
tion. 

The invention can be implemented to realize one or more of 
the following advantages, alone or in the various possible 
combinations. Data parser programs according to the inven 
tion provide a simple, flexible technique for extracting data 
from diverse data sources and translating the data into a 
desired format for storage and analysis. As a result, research 
ers are freed from spending time tracking down data from 
multiple locations, and are more able to retrieve, analyze, and 
reuse existing information across project, technological and 
geographical boundaries. Data parser programs can be 
defined to perform a wide variety of processing operations. 
The inclusion of both structure information and processing 

instructions in data parser descriptions makes it possible to 
define multiple different ways to process input data of a given 
format, without requiring modification of the program code 
that interprets and implements the processing. The data parser 
description program can provide for decision-making at runt 
ime based on data processed during earlier execution of the 
program. The use of a limited programming grammar and 
visual design techniques makes it possible for users to define 
data parser programs with little or no familiarity with con 
ventional programming techniques. 

Data parser programs can be defined for any number of 
input and/or output data formats. Data parser descriptions can 
be defined for all of an input data stream, or for a desired 
portion or portions of the data stream. Data parser descrip 
tions can be reused to process different input data streams 
having portions that share a common format. Multiple data 
parser descriptions can be used together to process complex 
data streams or perform complex processing operations. Data 
parser descriptions can be modified at runtime, which makes 
it possible for users to define or modify data processing opera 
tions at runtime. 

The details of one or more embodiments of the invention 
are set forth in the accompanying drawings and the descrip 
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4 
tion below. Other features, objects, and advantages of the 
invention will be apparent from the description and drawings, 
and from the claims. 

DESCRIPTION OF DRAWINGS 

FIG. 1 is a block diagram illustrating a parsing process 
according to one aspect of the invention. 

FIG. 2 is a block diagram illustrating a laboratory data 
management system including a database server process 
according to one aspect of the invention. 

FIG.3 is a flow diagram illustrating one implementation of 
a parsing process according to one aspect of the invention. 

FIG. 4 illustrates one implementation of a data model for 
storing experimental data. 

FIG. 5 is a block diagram illustrating the structure of a data 
parser description according to one aspect of the invention. 

FIGS. 6A-6F illustrate exemplary user interfaces for gen 
erating a data parser description according to one aspect of the 
invention. 

FIG. 7 illustrates an exemplary data parser description 
generated according to one aspect of the invention. 

FIG. 8 illustrates a file format capable of being processed 
according to the data parser description shown in FIG. 7. 

Like reference symbols in the various drawings indicate 
like elements. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION 

As shown in FIG. 1, a data parser 100 receives input data 
110 in an input format and processes the input data to generate 
structured output data 120 in an output format. Data parser 
100 processes the input data according to structure informa 
tion and processing instructions that are expressed in a data 
parser description 130, described in more detail below. In 
particular implementations, data parser 100 processes the 
input data by extracting data from the input data and translat 
ing the extracted data into the output format as specified in the 
data parser description instructions. 

FIG. 2 illustrates a data management system 200 according 
to one aspect of the invention that includes a general-purpose 
programmable digital computer system 210 of conventional 
construction including a memory, a processor 220 for running 
a data parser engine 230, and a data store 240 for storing 
information, including experimental data as will be described 
in more detail below. Data parser engine 230, in turn, includes 
an editor process 250 and an interpreter process 260, both of 
which will be described in more detail below. In one imple 
mentation, data parser engine 230 is implemented as a mod 
ule of a laboratory data management system as described in 
U.S. Pat. No. 6,658,429, WO 02/054188, and WO 01/79949, 
all of which are incorporated by reference herein. Computer 
system 210 is operatively coupled to one or more data sources 
270. Data sources 270 can represent any source of data for 
system 200, including local memory, networked computer 
systems, and external devices, and in particular can include 
automated or semi-automated laboratory instruments, such as 
chromatographs, spectrometers, diffractometers and the like, 
as well as automated and semi-automated materials-handling 
devices such as liquid- and solid-handling robots. Although 
FIG. 2 illustrates computer system 210 as a single computer, 
the functions of the system can be distributed over a network. 

Laboratory data management system 200 is configured to 
manage data generated during the course of experiments. In 
general, laboratory data management system 200 receives 
input data from data sources 270, parses the input data in data 
parser 230 to extract desired information, and stores the 
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extracted data, optionally after performing additional data 
processing steps, in data store 240. In particular embodi 
ments, the storage and retrieval of extracted experimental 
data to and from data store 240 can be managed by a database 
server process running on processor 220 or another computer, 
as described in U.S. Pat. No. 6,658,429 and WO 02/054188. 

FIG. 3 illustrates one implementation of the parsing pro 
cess in more detail. The process 300 begins when parsing 
engine 230 receives input data in an input format from a data 
source 270 (step 310). System 200 can be configured to 
provide a variety of mechanisms for receiving the input data. 
For example, the parsing engine can receive the input data in 
response to user instructions to load or open a particular input 
data file or stream. Alternatively, system 200 can be config 
ured to automatically detect data produced by one or more 
specified data sources—for example, by monitoring a speci 
fied directory or queue. The input data can be received as a 
data file, stream, or in any other format that can be read and 
processed using the techniques described herein. System 200 
can be configured to recognize and process a variety of dif 
ferent input data types and/or formats—for example, binary 
data, text data, and the like. In some implementations, the 
input data can combine data of different types or formats— 
e.g., a text header followed by an array of binary data. In 
typical implementations, the structure of the input data is 
implicit that is, not described within the input data itself 
although structure information can be explicitly included 
within the input data as well. 

The parsing engine obtains a data parser description asso 
ciated with the input data format (step 320). In some imple 
mentations, the parsing engine identifies appropriate data 
parser descriptions by identifying the input data format for 
example, based on aheader or other metadata embedded in or 
associated with the input data—and consulting a mapping 
table that associates specified data formats with data parser 
descriptions stored in data store 240. In some implementa 
tions, system 200 includes a collection of data parser descrip 
tions associated with a number of different data formats that 
are recognized by the parsing engine. Each data parser 
description is associated with a particular input format (which 
can include some Subset of an input format) and/or a particu 
lar input data source, so that when the system encounters a 
data stream from a given data source or of a given type, it 
recognizes that a particular data parser description should be 
used to process the data stream. For example, the system can 
be configured to determine a file location (e.g., directory), file 
name, or file extension of a specified input data file, and use 
this information to identify a data parser description associ 
ated with the file location, name or extension. Alternatively, 
the system can be configured to examine the input data file or 
data stream itself (for example, based on instructions 
included within a separate data parser description) to identify 
the data type or format. In still another alternative, system 200 
can be configured to prompt the user to identify one or more 
data parser descriptions to be used with particular input data. 
Thus, for example, the LDMS can be configured to ask the 
user to identify a data parser description when it encounters a 
data stream from a specified data source, or from an unknown 
or unrecognized data source. 
The parsing engine then uses the data parser description to 

parse the input data (step 330). As described in more detail 
below, the parsing engine navigates through the input data 
based on structure information provided in the data parser 
description, and performs processing operations specified by 
instructions that the data parser description also provides. In 
one implementation, the data parser interpreter interprets 
and/or executes instructions specified in the data parser 
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6 
description, navigating through and processing the input data 
according to the operations specified in the data parser 
description. Based on this parsing, the parsing engine gener 
ates output data in an output format (step 340), which data is 
then stored in data store 240. The output data can be in any 
convenient format, such as a data file, stream and/or collec 
tion of objects, and in particular may be structured and/or 
self-describing format that is useable by a target application, 
Such as a data processing or visualization application, or a 
database management application. In some implementations, 
the output data is generated according to an object model 
implemented by laboratory data management system 200, as 
will be described in more detail below. 

Experiments are performed, for example, using automated 
devices and/or instruments 270 to perform one or more syn 
thesis and/or screening operations on a single material or on 
a set of materials such as a library of materials. A library of 
materials is a collection of members, typically two or more 
members, generally containing some variance in material 
composition, amount, reaction conditions, and/or processing 
conditions. A material can be, for example, an element, 
chemical composition, biological molecule, or any of a vari 
ety of chemical or biological components. Experiments can 
involve the measurement of numerous variables or properties, 
as well as processing (or reprocessing) data gathered in pre 
vious experiments or otherwise obtained, such as by simula 
tion or modeling. For example, the synthesis, characteriza 
tion, and Screening (i.e., testing) of materials can each 
constitute a separate experiment. In a synthesis experiment, 
materials can be created, for example, by combining or 
manipulating chemical building blocks. In a characterization 
experiment, materials can be observed or monitored follow 
ing their creation, or features of the materials can be deter 
mined for example by calculation. In a screening experiment, 
materials can be tested, for example, by exposure to other 
chemicals or conditions, and observed or monitored thereaf 
ter. 
An experiment is typically represented by one or more data 

values for one or more materials of the library. The data values 
representing an experiment can specify aspects of the experi 
mental design, the methodology of the experiment, or the 
experimental results. The data values can, for example, iden 
tify the chemicals used to create a material, specify the con 
ditions to which the material was exposed, or describe the 
observable features of a material during or after its creation or 
manipulation. Data for a synthesis experiment can include 
information Such as the identity, quantity, or characteristics of 
the chemical building blocks. Data for a characterization 
experiment can include a description of one of more observed 
properties or measured values. Data for a screening experi 
ment can include information Such as a measured concentra 
tion of solid or other constituent. 

Each of these different types of experiments can involve 
one or more different data sources (devices, instruments, 
etc.), and can generate experimental data in different formats. 
Thus, data store 240 stores experimental data, including 
observations, measurements, calculations, and analyses of 
data from experiments performed by laboratory data manage 
ment system 200. The data can be of one of many possible 
data types, such as a number (e.g., integer, float), text (e.g., 
character data, words, phrases), a data set, or an image. The 
data can be quantitative, qualitative, or Boolean. The data can 
be observed, measured, calculated, or otherwise determined 
for the experiment. The data can be for individual materials, 
or entire libraries of materials. The data can include multiple 
measurements for any given material or library member, as 
when measurements are repeated or when multiple measure 
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ments are made, for example, at different set points, different 
locations within a given element or elements, or at different 
times during the experiment. 

In one implementation, System 200 integrates this variety 
of experimental data according to a data model that represents 5 
all experiments in a given domain. One example of such a data 
model is illustrated in FIG. 4. In this object model, an experi 
ment is represented in system 200 by an experiment object 
422, 423, 425, 426 having a set of associated properties and 
methods that represent the experiment. Each experiment 10 
object 422, 423, 425, 426 has a unique identifier or experi 
ment ID. There are different classes of experiment object, 
such as Synthesis 422, 425, Characterization 423, and 
Screening 426. Each experiment object 422,423, 425, 426 is 
associated with one or more experiment element objects 432, 15 
433, 435, 436, which represent individual materials, reac 
tions, transformations, and the like being studied in the 
experiment. Where the experiment is performed on a library 
of materials, there may be an element object for each member 
being studied in the experiment, although in some implemen- 20 
tations there can be element objects for only some of the 
members of a library. The experiment element objects are 
typically similar across experiment classes. An experiment 
object can be mapped into a relational database table, for 
example, for ease of access or for presentation to a user. 25 
Exemplary methods for presenting data in a tabular form 
resembling a relational table are described in U.S. Pat. No. 
6,658,429 and WO 02/054188. 
To facilitate integration of experimental data in data store 

240, parsing engine 230 employs one or more data parser 30 
descriptions that are associated with input data formats that 
can be processed by parsing engine 230. As illustrated in FIG. 
5, each data parser description 500 includes structure infor 
mation 510 that describes the structure of an associated input 
data format, and also includes processing information 520 35 
that describes instructions that can be implemented to convert 
data from the associated input format into a format Suitable 
for storage and manipulation according to the data model 
implemented by system 200. As noted above, in some imple 
mentations the data parser description is interpreted by the 40 
data parser engine at runtime. In some implementations, the 
data parser description can be included in a dynamic linked 
library (DLL) with program code that controls execution of 
the data parser description. Alternatively, the data parser 
description can be compiled to generate program code that 45 
can be executed by the parsing engine. 

In one implementation, the structure information 410 
describes a hierarchical structure of nodes that define the 
branches and leaves of a tree. Branch nodes describe parent 
elements that contain one or more child elements that can be 50 
leaf nodes or other branch nodes. In one implementation, 
branch nodes can be selected from a predefined set of differ 
ent branch node types that define different relationships 
between children of the branch node; for example, branch 
nodes can be selected from a set of branch node types that 55 
define a taxonomy of child node relationships that include at 
least an “and” relationship' and an “or relationship of child 
nodes. Leaf nodes describe elements that contain the actual 
data (e.g., character data). Each leaf node also includes pro 
cessing information 420, in the form of information specify- 60 
ing one or more processing operations to be performed during 
parsing of the input data. Thus, leaf nodes can describe read 
ing operations that are executed to read specified units of the 
input data and/or to write specified information into the out 
put data. Leaf nodes can also describe other operations. Such 65 
as operations that generate or track program State to be used 
later in the execution tree, operations that navigate within the 

8 
input data (e.g., “find’ or “go to” operations), or operations 
that transform the input data in Some specified way. 

After loading the data parser description, the data parser 
engine executes the program defined by the data parser 
description by visiting data parser description nodes accord 
ing to the structure of the data parser description tree, starting 
from the root and going depth-first. At the beginning of each 
visit, data parser engine 230 saves the current position in the 
input data, and evaluates the node. Evaluation of the node is a 
polymorphic operation that depends on the type of node: 
branch nodes are evaluated by evaluating some or all of the 
corresponding child nodes; leaf nodes are evaluated by per 
forming the corresponding operations. For any node, if the 
evaluation Succeeds, the parsing engine continues by visiting 
the next node; if the evaluation fails, the current position in the 
data reverts to the position before the evaluation of the node, 
and the failure is propagated back to the parent of the node. 
This propagation of the failure up the tree will either reach an 
ancestor node that can deal with the failure or will lead to the 
failure of the whole parse. 
The evaluation of each leaf node yields a return value 

resulting from the performance of the associated operation, 
which can be as simple as a character, number or string read 
from the input data stream, a variable defined according to a 
conditional test performed on the input data stream, or some 
other value calculated or determined based on the value or 
state of the input data stream. Data parser engine 230 can use 
these return values in Subsequent processing. For example, in 
Some implementations, as it parses the input data the parsing 
engine also constructs an output data stream that incorporates 
the leaf node return values into a tree that has a structure 
determined by the branch nodes in the data parser description. 

In some embodiments, additional processing flexibility 
can be provided by incorporating expressions, such as XPath 
expressions. Such expressions are associated with individual 
nodes in the data parser description, and can be used to define 
variables and to provide for conditional evaluation of the 
corresponding node based on complex conditions. For 
example, in one implementation as the parsing engine inter 
prets the data parser description, it stores the last value of each 
node in a separate tree, and uses this tree as a context in which 
to evaluate the expressions associated with the nodes. 
One implementation of a programming language for defin 

ing data parser descriptions will now be described in more 
detail. In this implementation, the data parser description 
comprises a tree structure formed by combining five different 
types of nodes: four structure nodes (hereinafter referred to as 
the AND node, the ITER node, the OR node, the ROUTINE 
node), which define the branches of the data parser descrip 
tion tree, and a fifth node (hereinafter referred to as the 
“VALUE node'), which defines the leaves. The four structure 
nodes define the logical organization of the data parser 
description tree; each structure node has one or more child 
nodes, but does not directly access the input data. The VALUE 
nodes are leaf nodes and cannot have any child nodes. Each 
VALUE node has an associated function that is executed to 
perform the data processing functionality of the data parser 
engine. 

Each node has a set of associated properties. In addition to 
various type-specific properties that will be described below 
in the context of each node type, each node has a “Silent” 
property that dictates whether the node will be represented in 
the output data. If the Silent property is True, then the node 
will not appear in the output data structure, although its chil 
dren still may. Each node may also have a “Condition' prop 
erty that specifies a test to be performed before the node is 
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executed. In one implementation, the condition is specified in 
the form of an XPath expression. 

Unlike the structure nodes discussed below, the VALUE 
node has no children. Each VALUE node has a "Function' 
property that identifies a data processing function that will be 
executed when the node is evaluated, and Zero or more "Argu 
ment properties that specify arguments to the function. A 
VALUE node is evaluated by executing the associated func 
tion. These functions are limited in number and perform 
simple operations on the data. Besides the fact that they return 
a Success or failure result, they can also take arguments and 
they return the data they read in the form of a string. This 
string gets incorporated to the produced XML file or is passed 
as argument to the callback function. 
The AND node can have Zero to many child nodes, and 

describes a structural unit that contains Zero to many subunits 
(corresponding to the child nodes). The AND node evaluates 
successfully only if all of its child nodes evaluate success 
fully. In one implementation, AND nodes are evaluated by 
evaluating each of their child nodes in turn until either the 
evaluation of one of the children fails or there are no more 
child nodes to evaluate. Alternatively, all child nodes can be 
evaluated, regardless of success or failure. The AND node can 
be used for constructions in which each child sees Successive 
and different parts of the data stream. As a result, the AND 
node can be used to construct complex reading operations that 
must succeed or fail in block. The AND node has no proper 
ties other than the common properties identified above. 

The OR node can also have Zero to many children, and 
describes a structural unit that can contain one or more alter 
native subunits (corresponding to some Subset of child 
nodes). Unlike the AND node, the OR node evaluates suc 
cessfully if any one or more of its child nodes evaluates 
Successfully. In one implementation, OR nodes are evaluated 
by evaluating each of their child nodes in turn until either the 
evaluation of one of the children succeeds or there are no 
more child nodes to evaluate. The OR node can be used in 
constructions in which each child node may see the same part 
of the data. As a result, the OR node can be used to create 
branching in the execution tree. The OR node has no other 
property than the common properties identified above. 
The ITER node can have zero to many children, and 

describes a structural unit that can contain repeating subunits. 
The ITER node has three properties in addition to the com 
mon properties identified above: a “Minimum’ property that 
specifies a minimum number of iterations, a “Maximum 
property that specifies a maximum number of iterations, and 
a “Counter that records the number of iterations performed. 
Like the AND and OR nodes, the ITER node is evaluated by 
evaluating its child nodes in turn. If all of the child nodes 
evaluate successfully, the ITER node increments its Counter 
and compares it with the value of the Maximum property. If 
the values are equal, then the ITER node evaluates success 
fully. If the Counter value is less than the value of the Maxi 
mum property, then the child nodes are evaluated again. 
On the other hand, if the evaluation of one or more of the 

child nodes fails, the ITER node compares the Counter value 
to the value of the Minimum property. If the Counter value is 
less than the Minimum value, the evaluation of the ITER node 
has failed. Otherwise, the ITER node evaluates successfully. 
In one implementation, ITER nodes are evaluated by evalu 
ating each child node in turn until either the evaluation of one 
of the children fails or they all succeed. Alternatively, all child 
nodes can be evaluated, regardless of Success or failure. The 
ITER node can be used to construct complex reading opera 
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10 
tions, like the AND node, but also offers the ability to repeat 
the operation, while providing a form of branching similar to 
the OR node. 
The ROUTINE node is a special type of AND node that is 

only executed when it is called by a Call function associated 
with a VALUE node as described below. ROUTINE nodes 
can be used to construct sub-trees that can be called multiple 
times and from different parts of the data parser description 
tree. The Routine node has no other property than the com 
mon properties identified above. 
As noted above, the data parser description can define 

processing operations in the form of functions associated 
with VALUE nodes in the data parser description tree. Each 
function can take Zero or more arguments, which are specified 
as space delimited Strings (as properties of the corresponding 
VALUE node as noted above). The meaning of arguments 
depends on the function to which they are applied, as illus 
trated in the examples discussed below. VALUE node func 
tions succeed or fail when executed. The parsing engine can 
use this success or failure to determine which node in the tree 
to execute next. Execution of a function can also generate a 
return value—for example, a text string which the parsing 
engine can incorporate into the output data generated by the 
parse. Thus, for example, in implementations in which sys 
tem 200 is configured to translate an input data stream into an 
XML document, these return values can be incorporated into 
the output document as content of a hierarchy of XML ele 
ments arranged according to the structure of the data parser 
description tree. An exemplary set of functions suitable for 
use in a system configured to provide for the translation of 
binary input streams into XML output will now be described. 
Particular implementations of a system 200 may incorporate 
any combination of one or more Such functions, and may 
include other functions as well. 
A Call function takes an argument in the form of a string 

that identifies a ROUTINE node, and triggers the execution of 
the ROUTINE node identified by the string argument. The 
Routine node is located by testing all children of the parent of 
the VALUE node to determine whether one of them is a 
ROUTINE node with a name that matches the specified 
string. If this is the case, this ROUTINE node is executed. If 
there is no match, then all the children of the grand-parent are 
tested, and so forth until a ROUTINE node having a name that 
matches the specified String is found, or the search reaches the 
root, in which case an exception is raised. The Call function 
fails if and only if the execution of the Routine node fails. The 
return value is empty. 
A Find function can be used to locate one or more strings in 

the input data stream. The function takes one or more argu 
ments, each of which is a string to be located in the data 
stream. The function searches for the first occurrence of any 
argument string, starting from the current position in the input 
data stream. When an argument string is found, the function 
stops, leaving the stream pointer at the first byte after the 
found string. The function fails when none of the argument 
strings is found in the data stream. The return value is the 
string that was located by the function. 
A JumpTo function changes the position in the data stream 

to the specified part of the stream relative to the beginning of 
the stream, the current position in the stream, or the end of the 
stream. The function takes two arguments—a number (e.g., 
negative or positive in decimal format) that represents the 
difference between a reference point and the target position, 
and a reference indicator that identifies the reference point to 
be used. The reference indicator can be implemented, for 
example, as a single letter “B”, corresponding to the begin 
ning of the input data stream, “E”, corresponding to the end of 
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the data stream, or 'C', corresponding to the current position 
in the stream. The function fails when the specified position 
falls outside the range of valid positions in the data stream 
(e.g., 0 through the size of the input stream). The return value 
is a string that contains the new file position (e.g., relative to 
the beginning of the input stream) in decimal format. 
A ReadChar function reads a single character or byte at the 

current position in the data stream. The function takes Zero or 
more arguments, which specify which characters are allowed. 
The function fails if there are no characters to be read at the 
current file position, or if the character read does not match 
any of the Supplied arguments. The return value is a string that 
contains the character read. 
A group of functions ReadShort, ReadLong, ReadFloat, 

and Readouble can be used to read a numeric value—a short 
(16 bit integer value), along (32bit integer value), a float (32 
bit floating point value) or a double (64 bit floating point 
value), respectively. These functions take no arguments (i.e., 
any argument specified for these functions is ignored). The 
function fails if not enough bytes can be read at the current 
position in the data stream. The return value is a string that 
contains the value of the number that was read in decimal 
format. 
A Read Until function reads the input data stream from the 

current position until it either reaches the end of the data 
stream, or reads a character that matches one of the argu 
ments. The function takes Zero or more arguments, which 
specify which characters will stop the reading when encoun 
tered. The function does not fail. The return value is a string 
that includes all characters that were read up to, but not 
including, the character that caused the read operation to stop. 
A ReadWS function reads the input data stream from the 

current position until it reaches the end of the data stream, 
reads a character that is not “white space' (i.e., the character 
0x20 and those between the ASCII codes 0x09 and OXOD 
inclusive), or reads a character that matches one of the argu 
ments. The function takes Zero or more arguments, which 
specify white space characters that will stop the reading when 
encountered. The function does not fail. The return value is a 
string that includes all (white space) characters that were read 
up to, but not including, the character that caused the read 
operation to stop. 
A ReadTextWord function reads the input data stream from 

the current position until it reaches the end of the data stream, 
reads a “white space' character (i.e., the character 0x20 or 
and those between the ASCII codes 0x09 and OXOD inclu 
sive), or reads a character that matches one of the arguments. 
The function takes Zero or more arguments, which specify 
characters that will stop the reading when encountered. The 
function fails if no character was read before the function 
stopped. The return value is a string containing all characters 
that were read up to, but not including, the character that 
caused the read operation to stop. 
A Set function sets the value of its node independent of the 

data stream being read. VALUE nodes associated with this 
function operate as Variable nodes. The function takes one or 
more arguments in the form of XPath expressions that are 
evaluated in the execution tree. All the results of the argu 
ments are then concatenated as strings to form the result of the 
function. The function does not fail. The return value is the 
value of the node. 

In some implementations, it may be advantageous to 
accept Xpath expressions more generally as arguments 
instead of strings (e.g., using the syntax “\(XPath 
Expression)'), although performance may suffer. When the 
node is evaluated, the Xpath expression will be evaluated in 
the context of a separate tree that is maintained by the parsing 
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engine and that stores the last value of each node, as discussed 
above. Thus, for example, an argument in the form'-(number 
(../JUMP)) will return a string that corresponds to the nega 
tive numeric value of the sibling node with the name JUMP. 

In many implementations, the limited set of functions just 
described may be adequate to handle most parsing required 
for routine translation of input data streams. However, in 
Some cases it may be desirable to provide for custom func 
tions—for example, where none of the pre-defined functions 
can return the correct result or where the use of the built-in 
functions would lead to unacceptable performance, develop 
ing a custom function can be the Solution. Thus, for example, 
custom functions can be provided to read strange data encod 
ing (endianness), or to perform some computational task to 
improve performance in handling large amounts of binary 
data. 

As noted above, system 200 can include an editor 250, 
which can be invoked by a user to generate data parser 
descriptions. To generate a data parser description, the user 
typically obtains a sample data stream in the desired format, 
and opens the data stream in the data parser editor. The data 
parser editor provides a graphical user interface that includes 
a data viewer pane that displays a representation of the sample 
data stream, and a data parser pane that displays a represen 
tation of the developing data parser program for the data 
stream. The user inspects the data stream in the data viewer, 
and enters data parser code in the parser pane (for example, by 
selecting from a taxonomy of predefined data parser nodes 
and specifying properties and function arguments, as dis 
cussed above) to define the nodes required to traverse and 
process the data stream to produce the desired result. 

In one implementation, the system also provides a debug 
ging and/or testing module, which may be provided as a 
component of the editor 250, and which can be used during 
the programming process to test the data parser program 
being developed before the corresponding data parser 
description is published for use by the data parser engine. 
When the user indicates that programming is complete (or 
optionally at any time during the programming process), the 
editor publishes the data parser program to the laboratory data 
management system as a data parser description. 
One particular implementation of the data parser engine 

230 will now be described. In this implementation, the data 
parser engine is implemented as a COM in-process automa 
tion server that implements and/or defines a set of COM 
interfaces and objects. The data parser engine defines two 
object classes: a FileDescription class of objects and a 
DescriptionNode class of objects. The FileDescription object 
is the main object. This is the only object that can be created 
and it corresponds to the contents of a data parser description 
file. A File Description is a tree and each node of the tree is 
represented by a DescriptionNode object. 
The FileDescription object exposes methods and proper 

ties that can be used to load and save data parser description 
files, to parse data files and streams, and to access the nodes of 
the tree. The FileDescription object provides two methods 
that can be used to load or save the contents of the FileDe 
Scription object to a data parser description file: 
HRESULT Read Description(BSTR DescriptionFile 

Name); 
HRESULT 

Name); 
SaveDescription(BSTR DescriptionFile 

where DescriptionFileName is the name of the file used for 
the operation, and the functions return S. OK if the operation 
is successful, and an error code if not. A third method can be 
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invoked to load the content of a FileDescription file as repre 
sented by an XML string (described in more detail below): 
HRESULT ReadXMLDescription(in BSTR XMLDe 

Scription); 

Where the string XMLDescription contains the content of a 
data parser description file in XML format. Again, the func 
tion return S. OK if the operation is successful, and an error 
code if not. 

The FileDescription object provides a number of methods 10 
that can be used to parse an input data stream once a data 
parser description file has been loaded, according to two 
techniques that differ in the way the parsed data is commu 
nicated back to the client. In a first technique, the parsed data 
is placed directly into a new XML document according to the 
instructions described in the data parser description file. In a 
second technique, the parsed data is sent to the client in 
increments, by calling back well-defined functions imple 
mented by a callback object, also following the rules of the 20 
data parser description file. The FileDescription object pro 
vides multiple methods for each technique, depending on the 
source of the data, which can be a file or any object that 
implements the standard IStream COM interface. 

15 

The FileDescription object has two functions that can be 25 
invoked to read the input data and generate an output XML 
document: 

30 

HRESULT Read DataFile( 
in BSTR DataFileName, 
in VARIANT Options, 
outretval IDispatch DOMDocument); 
HRESULT Read DataStream( 
in IUnknown Stream, 35 
in VARIANT Options, 
outretval IDispatch DOMDocument); 

where DataFileName is name of an input data file, Options is 40 
a parameter that can be used to control aspects of execution of 
the data parser description, such as whether the execution is 
under control of a debugger, as will be described in more 
detail below, DOMDocument identifies the XML document 
that is produced, and Stream identifies the input stream, 45 
which can be any object that implements the IStream inter 
face. The functions return S. OK if the operation is success 
ful, S FALSE if the parse failed or was canceled and an error 
code if there was an exception. The DOMDocument object 
returned by either of these functions can be implemented 
using any conventional XML parser, Such as the Microsoft 
XML Parser, and can be manipulated as any conventional 
XML document. The hierarchical structure of this document 
is directly related to the hierarchical structure of the data 
parser description file loaded by the FileDescription. In gen 
eral, a node in the XML document corresponds directly to a 
node in the data parser description tree—for example, each 
node in the data parser description can have a name property, 
and the returned DOMDocument may contain an element 60 
with the same name as a corresponding node in the data parser 
description. However, nodes identified as “Silent will not 
appear in the XML document, and children of ITER nodes 
may have more than one corresponding node in the XML 
document. 65 

50 

55 

For example, the following fragment of a data parser 
description: 

14 

<BIN type="AND"> 
<NUM SIGS silent= “1” type=“VALUE' func=“ReadChar /> 
<POSITION type=“VALUE' func="JumpTo args="O C /> 

<BINARY DATA type=“ITER min="1"> 
<F type=“VALUE' func=“ReadFloat f> 

</BINARY DATA> 
<ABIN> 

will generate a DOMDocument containing the following 
XML: 

Note that in this example, the <NUM SIGSD node is not 
present in the output because it is marked as “Silent, and note 
the multiple <F> nodes generated by the <BINARY DATA> 
ITER node. 
The FileDescription object also has a number of methods 

that can be invoked to perform a callback function in which 
data is read from the input data file or stream and returned to 
a client, where it can be subjected to additional processing as 
desired. The callback technique gives the programmer more 
control over how the data is parsed than the previous tech 
nique, and is also more efficient in terms of memory and CPU 
usage, as the data does not have to be stored in a single large 
XML document, which is likely to be bigger than the raw data 
because of the overhead of the XML tags and will often be in 
a format that is not precisely what is desired and will need to 
be transformed or parsed again. 

These include: 

HRESULT Read DataFileCB( 
in BSTR DataFileName, 
in VARIANT Options, 
in DDataParserCB* Call Back): 

and 

HRESULT Read DataStreamCB( 
in IUnknown Stream, 
in VARIANT Options, 
in DDataParserCB* Call Back): 

where DataFileName is the name of an input data file, 
Options is a parameter that can be used to control aspects of 
execution of the data parser description, CallBack is an object 
that implements the DDataParserCB dispinterface, and 
Stream is any object that implements the IStream interface. 
The functions return S OK if the operation is successful, 
S FALSE if the parse failed or was canceled and an error code 
if there was an exception. 
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The DDataParserCB dispinterface is defined in the type 
library of the data parser engine has five methods: 
VARIANT BOOL Start(); 

which can be used to perform pre-parse initialization, and 
which is called before the parse reaches the first node, and 
returns “True' to continue and “False' to cancel the rest of the 
parse; 

VARLANT BOOL EnterNode? 
BSTR NodePath, 
long File:Position, 
long PrevFile:Position); 

which is called when the interpreter enters a data parser 
description node, where NodePath identifies the full path to 
the node, File:Position is the current file or stream position (in 
bytes), PrevFilePosition is the previous file or stream position 
(for the previous node, also in bytes), and returns “True' to 
continue and “False' to cancel the rest of the parse; 

VARIANT BOOL FunctionResult( 
BSTR NodeName, 
enum DPFunction FuncId, 
BSTR Args, 
BSTRValue, 
VARIANT BOOL Success); 

which is called to communicate the result of a data parser 
function, where NodeName is the name of the node (not the 
full path), FuncId is an identifier of the function being called, 
Args are argument to the function, Value is the value returned 
by the function, and Success specifies whether the function 
succeeded or not, and the function returns “True' to continue 
and “False' to cancel the rest of the parse; 

VARLANT BOOL LeaveNode( 
BSTR NodePath, 
VARLANT BOOL Success); 

which is called when the interpreter leaves a node, where 
NodePath is the full path to the node, and Success specifies 
whether the execution of the node Succeeded or not, and again 
the function returns “True' to continue and “False' to cancel 
the rest of the parse; and 

void End(VARIANT BOOL Success); 
which is called when the parse terminates normally—that is, 
when none of the callback functions returned False to cancel 
the parse and when there was no catastrophic failure of the 
parse—where Success specifies whether the parse Succeeded 
or not that is execution of the root node of the File Descrip 
tion object Succeeded. 

While the DDataParserDB interface described above can 
be used with any COM-aware language, including weakly 
typed scripting languages, because it is a dispinterface, call 
ing the functions can lead to a decrease in performance. In 
implementations using a language capable of strong typing, 
such as Visual Basic, or Visual C++, an alternative set of 
callback functions can be used to improve the performance. 
These functions are implemented by another interface of the 
FileDescription object: the IFileDescriptionEX. 
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The IFileDescriptionEX interface provides two functions 

that can be used to parse data with callbacks: 

HRESULT Read DataFile( 
in BSTR DataFileName, 
in VARIANT Options, 
in IDataParserCB* CallBack); 
HRESULT Read DataStream( 
in IUnknown Stream, 
in VARIANT Options, 
in IDataParserCB* CallBack); 

where DataFileName is the name of an input data file, 
Options is a parameter that can be used to control aspects of 
execution of the data parser description, CallBack is an object 
that implements the IDataParserCB dispinterface, and 
Stream is any object that implements the IStream interface. 
The functions return S OK if the operation is successful, 
S FALSE if the parse failed or was canceled and an error code 
if there was an exception. 
The IDataParserCB is very similar to the DDataParserCB 

dispinterface. It is also defined in the type library of the data 
parser engine and has five methods analogous to the DData 
ParserCB methods discussed above: 

HRESULT Start(out, retval VARIANT BOOL* Continue); 
HRESULT EnterNode( 
in BSTR NodePath, 
in long File:Position, 
in long PrevFile:Position, 
outretval VARIANT BOOL* Continue); 
HRESULT FunctionResult( 
in BSTR NodeName, 
in enum DPFunction FuncId, 
in BSTR Args, 
in BSTRValue, 
in VARLANT BOOL Success, 
outretval VARIANT BOOL* Continue); 
HRESULT LeaveNode( 
in BSTR NodePath, 
in VARLANT BOOL Success, 
outretval VARIANT BOOL* Continue); 
HRESULT End(in VARLANT BOOL Success); 

The RootNode property of the FileDescription object pro 
vides access to the nodes of the data parser description tree: 
HRESULT RootNode(out, retval IDescriptionNode* 

*pVal): 
This property returns a DescriptionNode object that corre 
sponds to the root node of the tree. The DescriptionNode 
object offers a number of methods and properties that can be 
used to manipulate the tree. 
The DescriptionNode object provides access to a node of a 

FileDescription (data parser description) tree. This object is 
just an access point to the real node: that is, two Description 
Node objects can be different but actually refer to the same 
node. If the node to which a DescriptionNode object refers no 
longer exists, calling a property or method of the Description 
Node object results in an error message. The methods and 
properties of the DescriptionNode object can be used to 
modify the properties of a node, and to navigate through the 
tree and modify the tree structure itself. 
The DescriptionNode object's Type property returns the 

type of the node: 
HRESULT Type(out, retval E NodeType *pVal): 

The Type property is read-only; once a node is created, its 
type cannot be changed. 
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The Name property can be used to set or to get the name of 
the node: 
HRESULT Name(out, retval BSTR*pVal): 
HRESULT Name(in BSTR newVal): 

Each node must have a unique name—i.e., nodes that have the 
same parent must have a different name. Trying to rename a 
node with a name that is already used by one of its sibling 
generates an error. 
The Path property (read-only) returns the full path to the 

node: 
HRESULT Path(out, retval BSTR *pVal): 

The path is built by concatenating the node names separated 
by the character / starting from the root node until the 
current node is reached. Because of the rules for the Name 
property, a Path uniquely identifies a given node. 
The Silent property specifies whether the node will appear 

in an output XML document, as discussed above: 
HRESULT Silent(out, retval VARIANT BOOL *pVal): 
HRESULT Silent(in VARIANT BOOL newVal): 
The Condition property identifies a condition that will be 

tested during evaluation of the node, as discussed above: 
HRESULT Condition(out, retval BSTR*pVal): 
HRESULT Condition(in BSTR newVal); 
The Minimum (Min) and Maximum (Max) properties 

define minimum and maximum parameters for ITER nodes, 
as discussed above: 

HRESULT Min(out, retval) long *pVal): 
HRESULT Min (in long newVal): 
HRESULT Max(out, retval) long *pVal): 
HRESULT Max(in long newVal); 

Using these properties for a Node that is not of the type 
“ITER generates an error. 
The Function and Function arguments properties are read 

only, and are set using a SetFunction method described 
below: 
HRESULT Function(out, retval E DPFunction *pVal): 
HRESULT FunctionArguments(out, retval BSTR 

*pVal): 

Using these properties for a node that is not of the type 
“VALUE' generates an error. 
The SetFunction method is used to set the Function and the 

Arguments for the function for a node of type “VALUE': 

HRESULT SetFunction.( 
in E DPFunction Fun, 
in, defaultvalue(“) BSTR Args); 

The Arguments parameter is optional and defaults to the 
empty string. Using this function for a Node that is not of the 
type “Value' generates an error. 

The XML property (read-only) can be used to get the XML 
representation of a node (including its children): 
HRESULT XML(out, retval BSTR*pVal); 

The XML string obtained by using this property on the Root 
Node can be used with the FileDescription object method 
“ReadXMLDescription’. For other nodes, the XML can be 
used to transfer whole sub-trees by using the Description 
Node method “CreateChildTree’ described below. 
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18 
The FileDescription property (read-only) returns the File 

Description object to which a node belongs: 
HRESULT FileDescription(out, retval IFileDescription* 

*pVal): 
The Parent property (read-only) returns the parent of a 

node: 

HRESULT Parent(out, retval IDescriptionNode**pVal): 
The NextSibling property returns or sets the next sibling of 

the DescriptionNode: 
HRESULT NextSibling(out, retval IDescriptionNode* 

*pVal): 
HRESULT NextSibling(in IDescriptionNode* pVal); 

When used to set the next sibling, the node passed as argu 
ment is removed from the current tree to which it belongs and 
becomes the next sibling of the node. Errors are generated if 
the node passed as argument has a name identical to one of the 
current siblings or if the operation would create a circular path 
in the tree because the node passed as argument is currently an 
ancestor of the node. 

The FirstChild property returns or sets the first child of the 
DescriptionNode: 
HRESULT FirstChild(out, retval IDescriptionNode* 

*pVal): 
HRESULT FirstChild(in IDescriptionNode* pVal): 

When used to set the first child, the node passed as argument 
is removed from the current tree to which it belongs and 
becomes the first child of the node. Errors are generated if the 
node passed as argument has a name identical to one of the 
current children or if the operation would create a circular 
path in the tree because the node passed as argument is cur 
rently an ancestor of the node. 
The LastChild property returns or sets the last child of the 

DescriptionNode: 
HRESULT LastChild(out, 

**pVal); 
HRESULT LastChild(in IDescriptionNode* newVal); 

retval IDescriptionNode 

When used to set the last child, the node passed as argument 
is removed from the current tree to which it belongs and 
becomes the last child of the node. Errors are generated if the 
node passed as argument has a name identical to one of the 
current children or if the operation would create a circular 
path in the tree because the node passed as argument is cur 
rently an ancestor of the node. 
The SelectSingleNode method returns the child node that 

corresponds to the path: 

HRESULT SelectSingleNode( 
BSTR path, 
out, retval IDescriptionNode* *pVal); 

The path can start with or without the name of the current 
node. If there is no node that corresponds to the path (found 
among the descendants of the node), no DescriptionNode 
object is returned. If the path is empty or only consists of the 
name of the current node, a new DescriptionNode that refers 
to the same node is returned. 
The CreateChild method is used to create a new child node 

with the type and name specified by the first two parameters: 
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HRESULT CreateChild ( 
in E NodeType pVal, 
in BSTR Name, 

in, defaultvalue(0) IDescriptionNode* pPrevSibling, 
out, retval IDescriptionNode** pNewVal); 

An optional third parameter can be used to specify the posi 
tion among the current children of the new node. An error is 
generated if the name does not follow the rules described for 
the Name property. If the PrevSibling parameter is NULL or 
does not correspond to a child of the current node, the new 
node is created as the first child of the node. 
The Delete method deletes the node: 
HRESULT Delete(); 

Any Subsequent calls to any method or property of the 
DescriptionNode object will generate an error. If another 
DescriptionNode object refers to this same node, any calls to 
any method or property of these objects will also generate an 
eO. 

The Create(ChildTree creates a sub-hierarchy under the 
current node: 

HRESULT CreateChildTree( 
in BSTR XmlVal, 

in, defaultvalue(0) IDescriptionNode* pPrevSibling, 
out, retval IDescriptionNode** pNewVal); 

The first parameter xmlVal can be obtained by getting the 
XML property of another DescriptionNode object. The 
method will inserta copy of this object (and of all its children) 
as a new child of the node. The second optional parameter can 
be used to specify the previous sibling of the new node (see 
the description of the Createchild method). The new child 
cannot have the same name as an existing child. 
The ID property (read-only) can be used to get a unique ID 

that unambiguously identifies the node referred to by a 
DescriptionNode object: 
HRESULT ID(out, retval long *uniqueld); 
The IsChildOf property checks whether the current node is 

a descendant of the DescriptionNode object passed as param 
eter: 

HRESULT IsChildOf 
in IDescriptionNode* pParent, 

out, retval VARIANT BOOL *pVal): 

One implementation of a data parser editor that can be used 
with this data parser engine will now be described. The editor 
includes a Graphical Editor, which simplifies the process of 
authoring and modifying data parser programs. These pro 
grams can then be tested quickly by running them under the 
control of a debugger that provides code and data breakpoints, 
a step mode, and also provides visual feedback of where in the 
data file the data parser execution is taking place. The editor 
can also be used to debug data parser executions that are 
occurring in a separate executable. 
The Graphical Editor provides an editor window 600, in 

which the data parser program is represented as a hierarchy or 
tree, as illustrated in FIG. 6A. Editor window 600 includes a 
number of panes, including, inter alia, some or all of the 
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following: a data parser description pane 610, which displays 
a hierarchical view of the current data parser description, an 
input file view pane 630, which displays portion of the input 
data file that is being processed, a breakpoints view pane 640, 
which identifies any breakpoints set in the open data parser 
descriptions, and a watch view pane 650, which can be used 
to display the values of specified expressions during debug 
ging operations, all of which will be described in more detail 
below. 
The data parser description pane 610 displays the hierarchy 

of the current data parser description. This pane includes a 
Node column 612 that displays the nodes included in the data 
parser description and the hierarchy in which they are 
arranged. A Silent column 614 can be used to set the Silent 
property, which determines whether the node will be included 
in the output XML, as discussed above. The Condition col 
umn 616 can be used to specify a condition on evaluation of 
the node (e.g., a condition that must be met before the node is 
executed). Min and Max columns 618, 620 can be used to set 
those respective properties of ITER nodes, as discussed 
above. The Function column 622 can be used to specify 
functions for VALUE nodes, as discussed above. Arguments 
to these functions are specified in the Function Arguments 
column 624. The Comments column 626 can be used to enter 
comments about the node. 
The user creates a data parser description hierarchy shown 

in pane 610 by selecting and arranging desired nodes from a 
toolbox 660, which can be implemented as a drop-down or 
pop-up menu as illustrated in FIG. 6B. To add a node, the user 
drags and drops the desired node to the parent node. Fre 
quently-used constructs can be added to the toolbox by select 
ing and dragging them into the toolbox; these constructs can 
then be added to other data parser description hierarchies as a 
pre-defined unit. 
The input file view pane 630 is used while debugging, and, 

as shown in FIG. 6C, includes a top frame 632 that displays 
the properties of the last function call that was executed— 
name of the function, its arguments and the result of the call. 
The bottom frame 634 displays the part of the data file being 
processed, which includes a left column 635 showing the 
position in the file in hexadecimal, a middle column 637 
displaying a binary view of the file with the bytes encoded in 
hexadecimal, and a right column 639 showing a text repre 
sentation of the bytes that are displayed in the middle part. 
The breakpoints view pane 640 provides a summary of all 

the breakpoints in every open data parser description, and a 
convenient way to manipulate them, as illustrated in FIG. 6D. 
Editor 600 can be used to set data- and source breakpoints, 
Such that the data parser program will break once a certain 
position is reached in the input data file/stream or data parser 
description, respectively—for example, using dialogs 644, 
646, as illustrated in FIGS. 6E-F. 
As noted above, data watches can be used to monitor 

expression values during debugging operations. The watch 
view pane 650 shows all data watches currently defined in 
editor 600. Data watches have two important properties: the 
context, which specifies a node, and the expression, which 
specifies an XPath expression that is to be evaluated in the 
context. The data watch pane 650 is updated with the value of 
the expression during a debugging run. Data watches can also 
be used to visualize the value of every node during execution. 
An example of using editor 600 to generate a data parser 

description will now be described. In this example, editor 600 
will be used to generate a data parser description 700, illus 
trated in FIG. 7, that will be used to read an input data file and 
generate a corresponding XML document. As illustrated in 
FIG. 8, the input data file 800 contains XY datasets recorded 
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in a text format, or a text version of a graph, and can be broken 
down into two pieces: a file header 810 and data sections 820. 
Each data section has a header 830 with XY Legend data and, 
finally, the XY data points 840. 

To create data parser description 700, the user opens a new 
data parser description file by making the appropriate selec 
tion from the File menu in graphical editor 600, and option 
ally obtains a sample of the input data to use as a template to 
define the data parser description. The editor automatically 
creates a top-level, parent AND node 705, which is automati 
cally named FILE DESCRIPTION. Next, the user defines a 
ROUTINE node 610, which can be called to complete the 
reading of a line in the input data file, and which can be useful 
in exiting an And node successfully. To add the node, the user 
drags and drops the ROUTINE icon 710 from the toolbox to 
the position in the data parser description pane 610 immedi 
ately below the top-level node 705, and provides a name, 
ReadLine, which will appear as a (bracketed) element name 
in the output XML document (unless the Silent property is 
selected for that node). The user then adds VALUE nodes 
715a-c by dragging and dropping from the VALUE icon in the 
toolbox to the position below the ReadLine node 710. For the 
first of these, 715a, the user specifies a Read Until function 
and an argument (in hexadecimal) of “\XA \xD, thereby 
providing that the node will read until the end of the line. For 
the remaining two VALUE nodes 715b and 715c, the user 
selects the ReadChar function, specifying arguments of 
“\XD and “\XA', respectively, thereby providing that the 
parsing engine will read the return characters (a Carriage 
Return “\xD” followed by a Line Feed “\XA') to indicate an 
end of line on the Windows platform. Since these values are 
not relevant in the output XML document, the Silent property 
is selected for each node. 

Next, the data parser must read the first section of data: the 
file header. Since no significant data will be captured in this 
section, the program simply reads to the end of the line for 
each line in the header. This is accomplished by calling the 
ReadLine routine six times—once for each line in the 
header with a combination of an ITER node 720, with a Min 
property of 1 and Max property of 6, and a VALUE node 725, 
with a Call function with the argument “ReadLine'. 

To read the actual data sections in the input file, the user 
creates an ITER node 730, named “Graphs, that will run 
until all data sections are read and the file is complete. The 
Max property is set to 2,147,483.647, the largest value allow 
able for an ITER node in this implementation of system 100, 
which allows the data parser to perform up to 2.1 billion 
iterations of this node. 

Next, the data parser description must break the data sec 
tions down to effectively capture all of the necessary data. 
Since each data section has multiple parts that will need to be 
read each pass, the user creates an AND node 735, “Graph'. 
to encompass all of the data section parts. Each data section 
contains a header portion which can be further broken down 
into 4 lines of unnecessary information and X and Y legend 
information, in the format “Title, Units’, that will be trans 
lated into the output XML document. To capture this data, the 
user creates below the Graphs\Graph structure an AND node 
740 for the “Header as a whole, which contains pieces for the 
unnecessary header information (ITER node 745 that reads 
four header lines and VALUE node 750, which calls Read 
Line), as well as two AND structures 755 that capture the 
required X and Y legend data. These structures include AND 
nodes 755a (“XLegend') and 755f (“YLegend”), and 
VALUE nodes to read the actuallegend data. For each legend, 
the Title falls between the beginning of the line and the first 
comma, so a first pair of VALUE nodes 755b, 755g is added 
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to Read Until: “”, capturing the title information for the out 
put XML document (these nodes are not Silent). The next 
VALUE nodes 755c, 755h reads the comma itself 
(ReadChar;“..”). VALUE nodes 755d, 755i read until the next 
comma to capture the units (Read Until: "..”). The final 
VALUE nodes 755e, 755.jexit the current AND structure node 
with call to the ReadLine ROUTINE. 

After capturing the header data for each “Graph”, the data 
parser program must read and capture the actual data. To do 
so, the user adds an ITER node, “Data'', 760 and an AND 
node, “DataLine', 765, to step through each line of “Graph” 
data in a manner similar to the X and Y Legends. The “Data' 
node is an ITER node that can loop many times, such the data 
parser can collect all of the data lines that define a graph. To 
enable the data parser to stop reading data lines and starta new 
graph when it encounters an empty line, the user adds VALUE 
nodes “Field1770a, which reads everything until it reaches 
a carriage return or a comma, and “Comma1 770b, which 
tests to see if Field1 stopped because of a Carriage Return or 
a Comma (Comma1 succeeds if the character is a comma 
and fail if it is something else (a Carriage Return)). In the first 
case, the next node to be evaluated will be VALUE node 
“Field2 770c, and so on to parse the data line. In the second 
case, the error will be propagated to the “Data' node 760, 
which will succeed since it ran between 1 and 2.1 billion 
times. A final VALUE node 775 after “Data node 760 calls 
the ReadLine ROUTINE to read the empty line that marks the 
end of a graph. The parse will then go back to the “Graph” 
node 735 to read the next graph if there is one. 
When the data parser description is complete, the user can 

use the editor to debug and test the data parser description, as 
discussed above. When the entire data file can be parsed 
Successfully, the data parser description can be used to parse 
actual input data. To do so, the user selects aparsing technique 
(Generate XML or CallBack, as discussed above), selects a 
Source of input data for parsing, and specifies a name for the 
XML output document (if Generate XML was selected). The 
data parser interpreter then parses the selected input data as 
specified in the data parser description, and (again, if Gener 
ate XML was selected), generates an XML document having 
a structure corresponding to the hierarchical structure of the 
data parser description. 
The invention and all of the functional operations 

described in this specification can be implemented in digital 
electronic circuitry, or in computer hardware, firmware, Soft 
ware, or in combinations of them. Apparatus of the invention 
can be implemented in a computer program product tangibly 
embodied in a machine-readable storage device for execution 
by a programmable processor, and method steps of the inven 
tion can be performed by a programmable processor execut 
ing a program of instructions to perform functions of the 
invention by operating on input data and generating output. 
The invention can be implemented advantageously in one or 
more computer programs that are executable on a program 
mable system including at least one programmable processor 
coupled to receive data and instructions from, and to transmit 
data and instructions to, a data storage system, at least one 
input device, and at least one output device. Each computer 
program can be implemented in a high-level procedural or 
object-oriented programming language, or in assembly or 
machine language if desired; and in any case, the language 
can be a compiled or interpreted language. Suitable proces 
sors include, by way of example, both general and special 
purpose microprocessors. Generally, a processor will receive 
instructions and data from a read-only memory and/or a ran 
dom access memory. The essential elements of a computer 
are a processor for executing instructions and a memory. 
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Generally, a computer will include one or more mass storage 
devices for storing data files; such devices include magnetic 
disks, such as internal hard disks and removable disks; mag 
neto-optical disks; and optical disks. Storage devices suitable 
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and associating the data read from the current location in 
the input data with an element of the extensible markup 
language document. 

5. The method of claim 3, wherein generating the struc 
for tangibly embodying computer program instructions and 5 tured output data includes: 
data include all forms of non-volatile memory, including by 
way of example semiconductor memory devices, such as 
EPROM, EEPROM, and flash memory devices; magnetic 
disks Such as internal hard disks and removable disks; mag 
neto-optical disks; and CD-ROM disks. Any of the foregoing 
can be Supplemented by, or incorporated in, ASICs (applica 
tion-specific integrated circuits). 

To provide for interaction with a user, the invention can be 
implemented on a computer system having a display device 
Such as a monitor or LCD Screen for displaying information to 
the user and a keyboard and a pointing device Such as a mouse 
or a trackball by which the user can provide input to the 
computer system. The computer system can be programmed 
to provide a graphical user interface through which computer 
programs interact with users. 
A number of embodiments of the invention have been 

described. Nevertheless, it will be understood that various 
modifications may be made without departing from the spirit 
and scope of the invention. Accordingly, other embodiments 
are within the scope of the following claims. 
What is claimed is: 
1. A computer-implemented method for processing elec 

tronic data having a first format, comprising: 
defining a data parser description describing the first for 

mat, the data parser description including a plurality of 
leaf nodes and a plurality of branch nodes arranged in a 
tree structure, the leaf nodes each having an associated 
function, each of the branch nodes having one or more 
associated child nodes selected from leaf nodes and 
other branch nodes; 

receiving input data having the first format; 
processing the input data according to the data parser 

description, the processing including evaluating the 
nodes of the data parser description in an order defined 
by the tree structure, the evaluating including: 
if the node is a branch node, evaluating one or more of 

the associated child nodes; 
if the node is a branch node, determining whether the 

node evaluates successfully based on a result of the 
evaluating one or more of the child nodes; 

if the node is a leaf node, executing the associated func 
tion based on data in a current location in the input 
data; 

if the node is a leaf node, determining whether the node 
evaluates Successfully based on a result of the execut 
ing; and 

after evaluating a given node, determining a next node to 
evaluate based on whether the given node has evalu 
ated Successfully; and 

generating output databased on the processing. 
2. The method of claim 1, wherein: 
generating output data includes generating structured out 

put data having a structure defined at least in part by 
nodes of the data parser description. 

3. The method of claim 2, wherein: 
the structured output data is generated as an extensible 
markup language document. 

4. The method of claim 3, wherein generating the struc 
tured output data includes: 

for one or more leaf nodes of the data parser description, 
reading data from the current location in the input data, 
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for one or more leaf nodes of the data parser description, 
reading data from the current location in the input data, 
and executing a callback function to send the data read 
from the current location in the input data to a client; and 

in the client, associating the sent data with an element of the 
extensible markup language document. 

6. The method of claim 1, wherein: 
the branch nodes include one or more first nodes, each first 

node being a branch node that evaluates Successfully 
only if all of its associated child nodes evaluate success 
fully. 

7. The method of claim 6, wherein: 
the first nodes include one or more second nodes, each 

second node being a first node that is evaluated in 
response to a call function associated with one or more 
leaf nodes. 

8. The method of claim 7, wherein: 
the branch nodes include one or more third nodes, each 

third node being a branch node that evaluates success 
fully if any of its associated child nodes evaluates Suc 
cessfully. 

9. The method of claim 8, wherein: 
the branch nodes include one or more fourth nodes, each 

fourth node being a branch node that defines a number of 
iterations over one or more child nodes. 

10. The method of claim 9, wherein: 
the fourth node has a max parameter, a min parameter, and 

a counter value, and the fourth node is evaluated by: 
evaluating each child node associated with the fourth 

node: 
if each of the child nodes has evaluated successfully, 

incrementing the counter value, comparing the 
counter value with the max parameter, and, if the 
counter value is less than the max parameter, repeat 
ing the evaluating of each child node; and 

if one or more of the child nodes has not evaluated 
Successfully, comparing the counter value with the 
min parameter, 

wherein, the fourth node has not evaluated successfully 
if one or more of the child nodes has not evaluated 
Successfully and the counter value is less than the min 
parameter, and the fourth node has evaluated Success 
fully if the counter value is equal to the max parameter 
or if one or more of the child nodes has not evaluated 
Successfully and the counter value is greater than or 
equal to the min parameter. 

11. The method of claim 10, wherein: 
the data parser description defines a tree containing a plu 

rality of leaf nodes and a plurality of branch nodes 
Selected from the group consisting of fourth nodes, first 
nodes, and third nodes, each first node being a branch 
node that evaluates Successfully only if all of its associ 
ated child nodes evaluate successfully, each third node 
being a branch node that evaluates successfully if any of 
its associated child nodes evaluates successfully. 

12. The method of claim 1, wherein: 
processing the input data includes, before evaluating a 

given node in the data parser description, storing a cur 
rent position in the input data, and if the given node 
evaluates unsuccessfully, returning to stored position in 
the input data source before evaluating a Subsequent 
node in the data parser description. 
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13. The method of claim 1, wherein: 
one or more of the nodes of the data parser description is 

configurable with a condition, the evaluation of a node 
configured with a condition being dependent on the per 
formance of a test specified by the condition. 

14. The method of claim 1, wherein: 
the input data is a data file or a data stream. 
15. The method of claim 1, further comprising: 
monitoring output from one or more instruments, wherein 

receiving input data includes detecting a data file or data 
stream containing experimental data produced by one of 
the one or more instruments, and using the detected data 
as the input data. 

16. The method of claim 1, wherein: 
processing the input data includes using the data parser 

description to read data from only a portion of the input 
data. 

17. The method of claim 1, wherein: 
defining the data parser description includes defining a 

plurality of data parser descriptions; and 
processing the input data includes processing the input data 

according to the plurality of data parser descriptions, a 
first portion of the input data being processed according 
to a first one of the plurality of data parser descriptions 
and a second portion of the input data being processed 
according to a second one of the plurality of data parser 
descriptions. 

18. The method of claim 1, whereindefining the data parser 
description includes: 

providing a set of selectable nodes, in a graphical user 
interface; and 

receiving user input selecting and configuring a plurality of 
the selectable nodes to define the tree structure of the 
data parser description. 

19. A computer program product, tangibly embodied in a 
computer-readable storage medium, for processing elec 
tronic data having a first format, the product including 
instructions operable to cause data processing apparatus to 
perform operations comprising: 

defining a data parser description describing the first for 
mat, the data parser description including a plurality of 
leaf nodes and a plurality of branch nodes arranged in a 
tree structure, the leaf nodes each having an associated 
function, each of the branch nodes having one or more 
associated child nodes selected from leaf nodes and 
other branch nodes; 

receiving input data having the first format; 
processing the input data according to the data parser 

description, the processing including evaluating the 
nodes of the data parser description in an order defined 
by the tree structure, the evaluating including: 
if the node is a branch node, evaluating one or more of 

the associated child nodes; 
if the node is a branch node, determining whether the 

node evaluates successfully based on a result of the 
evaluating one or more of the child nodes; 

if the node is a leaf node, executing the associated func 
tion based on data in a current location in the input 
data; 

if the node is a leaf node, determining whether the node 
evaluates Successfully based on a result of the execut 
ing; and 

after evaluating a given node, determining a next node to 
evaluate based on whether the given node has evalu 
ated Successfully; and 

generating output databased on the processing. 
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20. The computer program product of claim 19, wherein: 
generating output data includes generating structured out 

put data having a structure defined at least in part by 
nodes of the data parser description. 

21. The computer program product of claim 20, wherein: 
the structured output data is generated as an extensible 

markup language document. 
22. The computer program product of claim 21, wherein 

generating the structured output data includes: 
for one or more leaf nodes of the data parser description, 

reading data from the current location in the input data, 
and associating the data read from the current location in 
the input data with an element of the extensible markup 
language document. 

23. The computer program product of claim 21, wherein 
generating the structured output data includes: 

for one or more leaf nodes of the data parser description, 
reading data from the current location in the input data, 
and executing a callback function to send the data read 
from the current location in the input data to a client; and 

in the client, associating the sent data with an element of the 
extensible markup language document. 

24. The computer program product of any claim 19, 
wherein: 

the branch nodes include one or more first nodes, each first 
node being a branch node that evaluates Successfully 
only if all of its associated child nodes evaluate success 
fully. 

25. The computer program product of claim 24, wherein: 
the first nodes include one or more second nodes, each 

second node being a first node that is evaluated in 
response to a call function associated with one or more 
leaf nodes. 

26. The computer program product of claim 25, wherein: 
the branch nodes include one or more third nodes, each 

third node being a branch node that evaluates success 
fully if any of its associated child nodes evaluates Suc 
cessfully. 

27. The computer program product of claim 26, wherein: 
the branch nodes include one or more fourth nodes, each 

fourth node being a branch node that defines a number of 
iterations over one or more child nodes. 

28. The computer program product of claim 27, wherein: 
the fourth node has a max parameter, a min parameter, and 

a counter value, and the fourth node is evaluated by: 
evaluating each child node associated with the fourth 

node: 
if each of the child nodes has evaluated successfully, 

incrementing the counter value, comparing the 
counter value with the max parameter, and, if the 
counter value is less than the max parameter, repeat 
ing the evaluating of each child node; and 

if one or more of the child nodes has not evaluated 
Successfully, comparing the counter value with the 
min parameter, 

wherein, the fourth node has not evaluated successfully 
if one or more of the child nodes has not evaluated 
Successfully and the counter value is less than the min 
parameter, and the fourth node has evaluated Success 
fully if the counter value is equal to the max parameter 
or if one or more of the child nodes has not evaluated 
Successfully and the counter value is greater than or 
equal to the min parameter. 

29. The computer program product of claim 28, wherein: 
the data parser description defines a tree containing a plu 

rality of leaf nodes and a plurality of branch nodes 
Selected from the group consisting of fourth nodes, first 
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nodes, and third nodes, each first node being a branch 
node that evaluates Successfully only if all of its associ 
ated child nodes evaluate successfully, each third node 
being a branch node that evaluates successfully if any of 
its associated child nodes evaluates successfully. 

30. The computer program product of claim 19, wherein: 
processing the input data includes, before evaluating a 

given node in the data parser description, storing a cur 
rent position in the input data, and if the given node 
evaluates unsuccessfully, returning to stored position in 
the input data source before evaluating a Subsequent 
node in the data parser description. 

31. The computer program product of claim 19, wherein: 
one or more of the nodes of the data parser description is 

configurable with a condition, the evaluation of a node 
configured with a condition being dependent on the per 
formance of a test specified by the condition. 

32. The computer program product of claim 19, wherein: 
the input data is a data file or a data stream. 
33. The computer program product of claim 19, including 

instructions operable to cause the data processing apparatus 
to perform operations further comprising: 

monitoring output from one or more instruments, wherein 
receiving input data includes detecting a data file or data 
stream containing experimental data produced by one of 
the one or more instruments, and using the detected data 
as the input data. 

34. The computer program product of claim 19, wherein: 
processing the input data includes using the data parser 

description to read data from only a portion of the input 
data. 

35. The computer program product of claim 19, wherein: 
defining the data parser description includes defining a 

plurality of data parser descriptions; and 
processing the input data includes processing the input data 

according to the plurality of data parser descriptions, a 
first portion of the input data being processed according 
to a first one of the plurality of data parser descriptions 
and a second portion of the input data being processed 
according to a second one of the plurality of data parser 
descriptions. 

36. The computer program product of claim 19, wherein 
defining the data parser description includes: 

providing a set of selectable nodes in a graphical user 
interface; and 

receiving user input selecting and configuring a plurality of 
the selectable nodes to define the tree structure of the 
data parser description. 

37. A data processing system for managing experimental 
data, comprising: 

a data parser description describing a first data format, the 
data parser description including a plurality of leaf 
nodes and a plurality of branch nodes arranged in a tree 
structure, the leaf nodes each having an associated func 
tion, each of the branch nodes having one or more asso 
ciated child nodes selected from leaf nodes and other 
branch nodes; and 

a parsing engine for processing input data using a com 
puter, the parsing engine having the first format accord 
ing to the data parser description, the parsing engine 
being operable to process the input data by evaluating 
the nodes of the data parser description in an order 
defined by the tree structure and to generate output data 
based on the processing, the evaluating including: 
if the node is a branch node, evaluating one or more of 

the associated child nodes; 
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if the node is a branch node, determining whether the 

node evaluates successfully based on a result of the 
evaluating one or more of the child nodes; 

if the node is a leaf node, executing the associated func 
tion based on data in a current location in the input 
data; 

if the node is a leaf node, determining whether the node 
evaluates Successfully based on a result of the execut 
ing; and 

after evaluating a given node, determining a next node to 
evaluate based on whether the given node has evalu 
ated Successfully. 

38. The system of claim 37, wherein: 
the parsing engine is operable to generate structured output 

data having a structure defined at least in part by nodes of 
the data parser description. 

39. The system of claim 38, wherein: the structured output 
data is generated as an extensible markup language docu 
ment. 

40. The system of claim 39, wherein: 
the parsing engine is operable to generate the structured 

output data by, for one or more leaf nodes of the data 
parser description, reading data from the current loca 
tion in the input data, and associating the data read from 
the current location in the input data with an element of 
the extensible markup language document. 

41. The system of claim 39, further comprising a client 
process in communication with the parsing engine, wherein 
generating the structured output data includes: 

for one or more leaf nodes of the data parser description, 
reading data from the current location in the input data, 
and executing a callback function to send the data read 
from the current location in the input data to the client 
process; and 

in the client process, associating the sent data with an 
element of the extensible markup language document. 

42. The system of claim 37, wherein: 
the branch nodes include one or more first nodes, each first 

node being a branch node that evaluates Successfully 
only if all of its associated child nodes evaluate success 
fully. 

43. The system of claim 42, wherein: 
the first nodes include one or more second nodes, each 

second node being a first node that is evaluated in 
response to a call function associated with one or more 
leaf nodes. 

44. The system of claim 43, wherein: 
the branch nodes include one or more third nodes, each 

third node being a branch node that evaluates success 
fully if any of its associated child nodes evaluates Suc 
cessfully. 

45. The system of claim 44, wherein: 
the branch nodes include one or more fourth nodes, each 

fourth node being a branch node that defines a number of 
iterations over one or more child nodes. 

46. The system of claim 45, wherein: 
the fourth node has a max parameter, a min parameter, and 

a counter value, and the parsing engine is operable to 
evaluate the fourth node by: 
evaluating each child node associated with the fourth 

node: 
if each of the child nodes has evaluated successfully, 

incrementing the counter value, comparing the 
counter value with the max parameter, and, if the 
counter value is less than the max parameter, repeat 
ing the evaluating of each child node; and 
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if one or more of the child nodes has not evaluated 
Successfully, comparing the counter value with the 
min parameter; 

wherein, the fourth node has not evaluated successfully 
if one or more of the child nodes has not evaluated 5 
Successfully and the counter value is less than the min 
parameter, and the fourth node has evaluated Success 
fully if the counter value is equal to the max parameter 
or if one or more of the child nodes has not evaluated 
Successfully and the counter value is greater than or 10 
equal to the min parameter. 

47. The system of claim 46, wherein: 
the data parser description defines a tree containing a plu 

rality of leaf nodes and a plurality of branch nodes 
Selected from the group consisting of fourth nodes, first 15 
nodes, and third nodes, each first node being a branch 
node that evaluates Successfully only if all of its associ 
ated child nodes evaluate successfully, each third node 
being a branch node that evaluates successfully if any of 
its associated child nodes evaluates successfully. 

48. The system of claim 37, wherein: 
the parsing engine operable to, before evaluating a given 

node in the data parser description, store a current posi 
tion in the input data, and if the given node evaluates 
unsuccessfully, return to stored position in the input data 
Source before evaluating a Subsequent node in the data 
parser description. 

49. The system of claim 37, wherein: 
one or more of the nodes of the data parser description is 

configurable with a condition, the evaluation of a node 
configured with a condition being dependent on the per 
formance of a test specified by the condition. 
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50. The system of claim37, wherein: the input data is a data 

file or a data stream. 
51. The system of claim 37, wherein: 
the parsing engine is operable to monitor output from one 

or more instruments to detect a data file or data stream 
containing experimental data produced by one of the one 
or more instruments, and use the detected data as the 
input data. 

52. The system of claim 37, wherein: 
the parsing engine is operable to use the data parser 

description to read data from only a portion of the input 
data. 

53. The system of claim 37, wherein: 
the system includes a plurality of data parser descriptions; 

and 
the parsing engine is operable to process the input data 

according to the plurality of data parser descriptions, a 
first portion of the input data being processed according 
to a first one of the plurality of data parser descriptions 
and a second portion of the input data being processed 
according to a second one of the plurality of data parser 
descriptions. 

54. The system of claim 37, further comprising: 
means for defining the data parser description, the means 

for defining the data parser description including means 
providing a set of selectable nodes in a graphical user 
interface, and means for receiving user input selecting 
and configuring a plurality of the selectable nodes to 
define the tree structure of the data parser description. 


